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I. INTRODUCTION

1. The environment—defined as the total outer physical and biological system within
which human beings and other organisms live—is a whole, albeita complicated, system with
many interacting components. Human beings, in their quest for survival and development,
have caused immense environmental change. In many places, the aim has been to increase
the output of food, fibre, fuel or other products useful to humanity, and the changes have
been crucial to the growth in human population and to the enhancement of its security and
quality of life. But human activities have also caused widespread environmental deterioration
manifested by soil erosion, loss of cropland, pollution, deforestation, extinction of species,
etc. This has, in turn, degraded the quality of life of many millions of people, and threatened
the very future of humanity through climatic change, desertification, deterioration of water
supplies, and the disruption of the biological diversity.

2. Many policy makers now realize that unless development is guided by environmental,
social, cultural and ethical considerations, much of it will continue to have undesired effects,
to provide reduced benefits or even to fail altogether. Such “unsustainable” development
will only exacerbate the environmental problems that already exist. We all must come to
terms with the reality of resource limitations and the carrying capacities of ecosystems. We
must pursue plans that would not lead to conflicts over such limited resources and that
would lead to “sustainable” development—meeting the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to satisfy theirs (1).

3. To achieve these goals, development plans in both developed and developing countries
should be managed to maintain or improve the resource and environmental base on which
they depend to allow future generations to live equally well as ourselves or better.
Sustainable development does not require the preservation of the current stock of natural
resources or any particular mix of human, physical and natural assets. Nor does it place
artificial limits on economic growth, provided that such growth is both economically and
environmentally sustainable.

4. The goal of sustainable development cannot be attained without significant changes in
the ways development initiatives have been planned and implemented. These changes will
not come about unless there are similar changes in the public’s perceptions of environmental
issues and its attitudes towards them. They will not come about if we do not consider
environmental protection and environmental security as essential parts of national and
international security. Environmentally sound development plans will not succeed without
public participation and sense of individual responsibility. As the sixteenth principle of the
World Charter for Nature, adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on
28 October 1982, states:

*“All planning shall include, among its essential elements, the formulation of strategies
for the conservation of nature, the establishment of inventories of ecosystems and
assessments of the effects on nature of proposed policies and activities; all of these
elements shall be disclosed to the public by appropriate means in time to permit
effective consultation and participation.”



If the public is well-informed about environmental issues through the media, properly
consulted, and encouraged to participate in decision-making, it is likely to accept the need
for change quickly—and, in doing so, support the action of Governments or force them to
act. Women have a particularly important role to play in this process in both developed and
developing countries. Often the first to suffer from unsustainable development and
environmental degradation, frequently the first to campaign for change, women are at the
leading edge of the struggle for development in harmony with the environment.



II. ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS
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concern about socio-environmental relationships. UNEP has responded to such diversifica-
tion by its “‘outreach” policy of epening up a dialogue with industry, parliamentarian, relief,
women, youth, religious and other groups that are receptive to the environmental message.
This message is being accepted and adopted by more and more sections of society, and by
more and more of the people, in both developed and developing countries. The environment
is still becoming an ever more popular issue. Perceptions and attitudes are changing, and the
changes are proving remarkably widespread and robust.



[1I. PERCEPTIONS AND ATTITUDES
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47. Such divergences have often frustrated decision makers and have led some experts to
argue that the public’s apparent pursuit of a ““zero-risk society” threatens national, political
and economic stability. There is, indeed, no such thing as ‘“zero-risk”. However
sophisticated and advanced a technology may be, there is no fool-proof technology and no
safeguard against human error. Decision makers should, therefore, understand how people
think about and respond to risk rather than devoting their attention only to statistical
estimates of it. Without such understanding, well-intended decisions and policies may
become ineffective. In any case, the public should ultimately decide what risks it will accept.
If people are encouraged to become fully involved in planning and decision-making—
through participation—both the people and their leaders will learn from each other, society
as a whole will benefit, and more durable policies will emerge.



IV. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
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Fig 5. Percentage of Each Type of Agricultural Work
Done by Women and Men in Africa.
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Drawn from data given in Economic Commission for Africa United Nations Handbook on
Women in Africa (Economic Commission for Africa, 1975).




Fig 6. Women as Farmers and Agricultural Advisers.
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These figures underestimate women’s involvement in agricutture because their agricuttural
work is often under-reported.

Drawn from data given in Food and Agricutture Organization, Women in Agriculture, No 1, (FAQ,
Rome, 1984).
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70. At work in the field, factory or office, women and men are exposed to different
pollutants. Yet, women generally suffer more. High rates of infertility, spontaneous
abortion, stillbirth and neonatal deaths have been associated with increased exposure to
several chemicals. Since infants are obligate milk feeders, they will ingest chemicals that
cross the mammary gland during lactation. Examples of chemicals known to be selectively
concentrated in the breast milk include pesticides such as kepone, mirex, chlordane, aldrin,
dieldrin, DDT and its metabolites. A survey by GEMS (64) revealed that the daily intakes of
DDT by breast-fed infants in some countries like China, India and Mexico are higher than
the acceptable levels established by WHO. The risks of exposure to different chemicals can
be effectively reduced if women become increasingly awate of them.

71. Women can play special and important roles not only in environmental protection but
also in conservation and effective management of different resources. They can promote
changes of lifestyles to optimize the use of resources and at the same time achieve a better
standard of living. But both women and men need adequate information to make decisions,
and it is the role of the media, in all their forms, to provide it.
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